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INTRODUCTION 

The Jung Society of Melbourne Inc. is extremely grateful to the Art Gallery of Bendigo, Tansy 

Curtin, Senior Curator and La Trobe University Visual Arts Centre, Bendigo, for holding the 

Genius and Ambition Exhibition and, more particularly, for giving the Jung Society the 

opportunity of speaking about the importance of these paintings in Jungian psychology. 

What I propose to do is to explain some Jungian psychology, explain the cultural importance of 

the Academic artwork in historical and Jungian terms and then demonstrate by explaining some 

of the exhibition paintings in symbolic and archetypal terms. I will explain archetypes later. 

TIMELINE 

Let us just try and get things into a historical perspective. The paintings span the period from 

1768 to 1918.  

• 1680 – present  Age of Enlightenment 

• 1768 Establishment of Royal Academy of Arts 

• 1780 – 1830 Industrial Revolution 

• 1783 – 1815 Second British Empire 

• 1800 to 1850 peak of Romanticism 

• 1815 to 1914 Britain’s Imperial Century 

• 1837 Coronation of Queen Victoria 

• 1848 Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood formed 

• 1875 Carl Jung born 

• 1876 Queen Victoria becomes Empress of India 

• 1882 Wagner’s Ring Cycle performed in London 

• 1887 Rider Haggard writes “She” 

• 1901 Queen Victoria dies 

• 1912 Jung writes “Psychology of the Unconscious” 

• 1914 – 1918 World War I 

THE UNCONSCIOUS 

Jung was by no means the first psychotherapist to construct a model of the unconscious. The idea 

of internalised unconscious processes in the mind existed in antiquity and has been explored 
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across a wide variety of cultures. Unconscious aspects of the mind were referred to between 

2500 and 600 BC in the Hindu Vedas. 1 

By the nineteenth century, one historian noted, it was difficult to find a psychologist or 

psychiatrist who did not recognize unconscious thought processes as “not only real but of the 

highest importance." 2 

Whereas Sigmund Freud considered the conscious/rational mind as the main mind and the 

unconscious mind as a sort of dustbin of forgotten and repressed memories, Jung viewed the 

conscious mind as a late development and saw the unconscious mind as an important part of the 

total psyche having its own “language” and structure and playing a guiding role in our thought 

processes. 

Under Jung’s model the unconscious is divided into two layers: the personal unconscious and the 

collective unconscious. The personal unconscious is a reservoir of material that was once 

conscious but has been forgotten or suppressed, much like Freud's model. The collective 

unconscious, however, is the deepest level of the psyche, containing the accumulation of 

inherited psychic structures. Every person shares the collective unconscious with the entire 

human race, as Jung puts it: [the] "whole spiritual heritage of mankind's evolution, born anew in 

the brain structure of every individual". 3 

I suppose today we might say the collective unconscious contains some “fuzzy hard wiring” that 

enabled the species to survive until it was augmented with the conscious mind. 

For a healthy mind we need to bring about a good relationship between the conscious and 

unconscious minds. 4  (Jung referred to this as individuation.) And there is a barrier, a filter, 

between the conscious and unconscious minds. And this barrier exists for good reason as it 

protects the conscious mind from the raw energies of the unconscious.  

However, if the unconscious is denied expression, it will make itself felt in other ways, such as 

through neurosis, anxiety, depression etc. ultimately it may break down the barrier completely 

and overwhelm the conscious mind. This is called schizophrenia. 

THE LANGUAGE OF THE UNCONSCIOUS 

So how do you bring about communication with the unconscious? You have to use the language 

of the unconscious. Whereas the conscious mind thinks in logic, the unconscious mind “thinks” 

in feelings, symbols and motifs (themes or concepts). What poetry, music, ritual, folk tales and 

symbolic artwork do is enable the subconscious to communicate with the conscious mind, to 

express itself in a safe way. As Jung notes, “A true symbol appears only when there is a need to 

express what thought cannot think or what is only divined or felt.” 

                                                           
1
 Wikipedia under “unconscious” 

2
 Wikipedia under “unconscious” 

3
 .[The Structure of the Psyche," CW 8, par. 342.] 

4
 “Civilized life today demands concentrated, directed conscious functioning, and this entails the risk of a 

considerable dissociation from the unconscious. The further we are able to remove ourselves from the unconscious 

through directed functioning, the more readily a powerful counterposition can build up in the unconscious, and 

when this breaks out it may have disagreeable consequences.” ― C.G. Jung, The Portable Jung 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cross-cultural_communication
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vedas
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/38285.C_G_Jung
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1215022
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With symbolism, put simply, the mind seeks out symbols from its environment to fit into the 

archetypal patterns. These symbols are called archetypal symbols. The archetype is a pattern and 

the archetypal symbol is a symbol that fits that pattern.  

Archetypes include such things as the ruler, the hero, the mother, the wise man, the innocent daughter.  

Thus, for example, the goddess archetype will appear in one civilization 

as Isis, in another as the Virgin Mary and in another as Sophia.
5
 

And there are some symbols that are particularly potent.  
6
 These are 

chiefly religious images. 

Speaking of these archetypal symbols, Jung says, “… the archetypes, 

when they appear have a distinctly numinous character which can only 

be described as ‘spiritual’ …”  Speaking of this numinosity Jung 

observes, “It mobilizes philosophical and religious convictions in the 

very people who deemed themselves miles above any such fits of weakness.” 
7
 

It is not only the individual that needs exposure to symbolism. Jung writes, “The 

psychopathology of the masses is rooted in the psychology of the individual”.  

So these images are not just necessary for the psychological health of the individual, they are 

also necessary for the psychological wellbeing of the society. Not only that but they are also 

needed to help society make changes in the collective unconscious, the underlying values of the 

society the Volksgeist.  

THE ROMANTIC ERA 

Throughout history there has been a tension between two parts of the human mind, the 

unconscious and the conscious minds. A tension between “romance, feeling and tradition” on the 

one hand and rationality on the other.  Dionysus and Apollo. Bishops and kings.  Equity and the 

law. The dark ages and Charlemagne.  Celtic Britain and the knights of the round table. Catholic 

and Protestant. Cavalier and Roundhead. Louis XVI and Napoleon. Disraeli and Gladstone, the 

Crown and the president. Below are paintings of Dionysus (Bacchus) and Apollo. 

   

                                                           
5
 Photographs from Wikipedia 

6
 Jung writes, “There are many symbols, however, (among them the most important) that are not individual but are 

collective in their nature and origin.  These are chiefly religious images.” Man and His Symbols at page 41 
7
 C.G. Jung The Basic Writings of C. G. Jung Violet S. DeLazlo editor from chapter The Nature of the Psyche at 

pages 77 and 78 
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Although these tensions existed, up until about four hundred years ago scientific truth and 

psychological truth coincided.8
   Jung made the point that all the energy and interest devoted 

today by Western man to science and technology were, by ancient man, once devoted to 

mythology.9
 

However at the end of the 1600s the tables turned in favour of the rational mind with “The Age 

of Reason” followed by the Industrial Revolution. The age of reason no longer tried to align 

science and psychological truth but applied rational scientific thought overturning many 

traditional concepts and introducing new perspectives on nature and man’s place in it.  

The unconscious was not going to be denied and there was a reaction, beginning around 1790 to 

1800, the Romantic era. The Romantic era was an artistic, literary, and intellectual movement 

that originated in Europe toward the end of the 1700s and in most areas was at its peak in the 

approximate period from 1800 to 1850. It was a reaction to the industrial revolution, the social 

and political changes wrought by rationalism and a reaction against the scientific rationalization 

of nature. 

 

And Academic art occurring throughout the Romantic era, through its archetypal content, played 

a pivotal role in guiding and assisting British society through the enormous changes generated by 

                                                           
8
 Udolph Becker wrote in his introduction to the Continuum Dictionary of Symbols. “A person viewing the older 

symbolic forms from a purely rational, scientific standpoint will wonder how such apparently strange notions ever 

came into being.  Our cool reason and our scientific way of thinking have long functioned differently from the 

authors of the early Christian text “Physiologus”, the medieval bestiaries, or the emblem books of the baroque 

period.  They do not seek rational definition and documentation but a deeper, more “human” meaning for the world 

God formed for his creatures.” 
9
 J. E. Cirlot A Dictionary of Symbols 2

nd
 ed Routledge 1971 at page xii 
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the age of reason, the industrial revolution, and the Second British Empire including the flowing 

back into Britain of exotic cultures, the questioning of traditional religion and the emancipation 

of women. And not only British society had to cope with these changes but also colonial society. 

And we can see in the Genius and Ambition Exhibition just how much influence the Academy 

had on Australian artists. 

I think it is obvious that many if not all of the Academy painters formed part of the Romantic 

movement and paradoxically, Jung, though a scientist, also formed part of the Romantic 

movement. Because of his teaching of archetypes and archetypal symbols he was always at pains 

to avoid being labelled a mystic by his critics. 

ART AND THE UNCONSCIOUS 

Jung considered art as a connection with the unconscious. 

“What is essential in a work of art is that it should rise far above the realm of personal life and 

speak from the spirit and heart of the poet as man to the spirit and heart of mankind.” 
10

 

“Art is a kind of innate drive that seizes a human being and makes him its instrument. The artist 

is not a person endowed with free will who seeks his own ends, but one who allows art to realize 

its purpose through him. As a human being he may have moods and a will and personal aims, 

but as an artist he is "man" in a higher sense— he is "collective man"— one who carries and 

shapes the unconscious, psychic forms of mankind.” 

So on this analysis, much of the content of high art comes from the unconscious of the artist. We can ask, 

“What did the artist intend to convey?” But we must also ask, “What did the artist convey?” Because the 

artist may well include content of which he had no conscious knowledge. 

In the most symbolic works of art the unconscious takes over to a greater or lesser degree. The novelist 

Henry Rider Haggard described his writing of the novel “She” in 1887. According to Wikipedia this 

novel is the thirteenth most printed book in the world having sold 83 million copies and it is one of the 

most influential novels in modern literature. It was cited by both Freud and Jung. Rider Haggard 

recounted,  “… it was never rewritten, and the manuscript carries but few corrections. The fact is that it 

was written at white heat, almost without rest, and that is the best way to compose. … I remember that 

when I sat down to the task my ideas as to its development were of the vaguest. … All the rest shaped 

itself round this figure. And it came—it came faster than my poor aching hand could set it down. … Well 

do I recall taking the completed manuscript to the office of my literary agent, …, and throwing it on the 

table with the remark: ‘There is what I shall be remembered by.’” 

So these artists are painting not only from the conscious mind but also from the unconscious and are 

throwing up archetypal material of which they may only be dimly aware. Artists paint with their hands 

and the hands are closer to the unconscious. Note the dissociation in Rider Haggard’s words, “shaped”, 

“this figure”, “it” came and “my poor aching hand”. Jung wrote, “Often the hands will solve a mystery 

that the intellect has struggled with in vain.” The hands are also used in sandplay and art therapy. In 

hypnotherapy the hand is used to communicate with a client in deep trance and it is common where voice 

and hand signals are used for the hand and voice to give different answers, one from the rational mind and 

the other from the unconscious. 

                                                           
10

 C.G. Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/38285.C_G_Jung
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/159361
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Artists need to develop their technical skills but they also need to develop the ability to draw archetypal 

material from their unconscious. One way to do it is through meditation and another way is through 

exposing themselves to archetypal symbolism. Jungian analysis would also be of benefit for artists. For 

my own part I would love to take a talented artist and commission a work to be painted after priming him 

or her under a few sessions of hypnosis including a suggestion that the artist would go into some level of 

trance whilst painting, particularly at the composition stage. 

INTERPRETING ARTWORK – A JUNGIAN APPROACH 

Although the range of paintings in Genius and Ambition is limited to one hundred and forty paintings we 

can still consider some and analyze the symbolism. Symbolism involves more than the intellectual 

interpretation of graphics, it involves the feelings, sensations and intuitive messages conveyed by the 

symbols. 11 So as well as analyzing the painting in terms of formal symbolism, which is a thinking 

function, you must also ask, “How does this painting make me feel?” And, “What immediate sensations 

am I getting from each symbol?” And, “What does this whole painting mean?” 

 

Marie-Louisa Von Franz, Jung’s research assistant, wrote in relation to the interpretation of myths and 

fairy tales (and the same applies to paintings), “Interpretation is an art, a craft actually, which 

finally depends on you, yourself.” 
12

 She wrote that interpretation is like a confession. It is as 

much about you, as the painting. But that is the way it should be.  

                                                           
11

 Marie-Louise von Franz “The Interpretation of Fairy Tales” Shambala Press 1996 at page 15 Marie-Louise Von 

Franz gives the following advice on the interpretation of myths and fairy tales and I believe it applies equally to the 

interpretation of these types of paintings. She writes, “Actually you can interpret a myth or fairy tale with any of the 

four functions of consciousness. The thinking type will point out the structure and the way in which all the motifs 

connect. The feeling type will put them in a value order (a hierarchy of values) which is also completely rational. 

With the feeling function a good and complete fairy tale interpretation can be made. The sensation type will just 

look at the symbols and amplify them. The intuitive type will see the whole package in its oneness, so to speak, he 

will be most gifted in showing that the whole fairy tale is not a discursive story but is really one message, split up 

into many facets.” 
12

 Interpretation of Fairy Tales at page 15 
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So I will be giving some of my interpretations of some of these paintings and you might agree, or you 

might see things I miss or you might just say, “What a sicko!” or, if you are a Jungian, mutter something 

about, “Animus possession.” 

But before we consider the paintings let us first consider some of the basic rules of traditional symbolic 

analysis. 

SOME FORMAL SYMBOLISM 

Symbols can create associations with stored images and emotions.  Symbols carry messages behind them 

which speak directly to the unconscious. Jung wrote, “A true symbol appears only when there is a need to 

express what thought cannot think or what is only divined or felt.” 

You see this advertising picture of an old red train.  Does that remind anyone of anything?   

 
13

  
14

 

Here is the picture again, together with a picture from the film, Harry Potter and the Philosophers’ Stone.  

It is similar to the Hogwarts Express, same sort of old engine, red boiler and all the rest of it – viewed 

from the same perspective as Harry Potter first sees it.  But there is a whole lot that is carried with that.  

Because what does the Hogwarts Express do?  The Hogwarts Express is a container, a vehicle that carries 

Harry Potter from a life of ignominy, suffering and confinement, to an exciting wide world of adventure, 

a world in which he is a valued member with unique qualities.  A spiritual world holding out the promise 

of an afterlife.  The Hogwarts Express is a modern-day archetypal symbol, a vehicle for rebirth. 

Symbolic syntax 

Just as written language has rules of syntax so does symbolism.  Cirlot writes, “Symbols, in whatever 

form they may appear, are not usually isolated; they appear in clusters, giving rise to symbolic 

compositions which may be evolved in time (as in story telling), in space (works of art, emblems, graphic 

designs) or in both space and time (dreams, drama).  It is necessary to recall that in symbolism, each 

detail invariably has some particular meaning and that the way a symbol is oriented also calls for 

attention: …”
15

 

The following are some examples of syntactical rules. 

                                                           
13

 © Tabcorp Ltd. 
14

 © Warner Bros Entertainment Inc. 
15

 Cirlot introduction at page liii 
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Left and right.  “To go towards the left is to go towards the unconscious and the past, to the right is to 

face consciousness and the future.”
16

 These are two panels
17

 depicting the expulsion of Adam and Eve 

from the Garden of Eden.  The past, left, is closed and they are forced to the right, the future.   

 

Here is another slide, showing JMW Turner’s painting, “The Fighting Temeraire”.
18

   

The Fighting Temeraire is towed up the Thames to be 

broken up.  The movement is left to right, toward the 

future and death, symbolized by the setting, orange/red 

sun.  The Fighting Temeraire is archetypal symbolism at 

its peak.   

In 2005, The Fighting Temeraire was voted the greatest 

painting in a British art gallery. I want to make a very 

important point here.  You do not need to know the story 

or myth behind an archetypal symbol for it to have effect.  

The archetypal symbol will resonate with the archetype.  

Up and down, light and dark.  This slide shows the Harrowing of Hades.
19

  The 

upper sky is associated with light and the divine.  The lower regions are 

associated with darkness and death.  It is only logical, in symbolic terms, that 

animals and people are made more divine by adding wings to them. For example, 

horse into Pegasus, man into angel. 

Encircling. “Enclosing beings, objects or figures within a circumference has a 

double meaning: from within, it implies limitation and definition, from without, 

it is seen to represent the defence of the physical and psychic contents 

themselves against the perils of the soul threatening it from without …”
20

 

                                                           
16

 Cirlot under entry “graphics” 
17

 Wikipedia 
18

 Photo from Wikipedia 
19

 Harrowing of Hades, an icon by Dionysius,  

from the Ferapontov Monastery  

Photo from Wikipedia 
20

 Cirlot under entry “circumference” 
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These graphics
21

 are a photograph of a castle 

surrounded by a moat and a painting, by the 

pre-Raphaelite painter John Collier, of Lilith, 

sister of Eve, encircled by a serpent.  The 

castle moat keeps the inhabitants safe, but 

confined.  The snake around Lilith protects her 

but also confines her. 

Now let us consider some of the Genius 

and Ambition paintings. 

 

 

 

 

THE OUTCAST 

This painting, painted in 1850, depicts an angry father ejecting his daughter, who has had an 

illegitimate child, from his house. 

 

                                                           
21

 Graphics from Wikipedia - painting is “Lilith” by John Collier 
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Marie-Louise Von Franz wrote, “In the unconscious all archetypes are contaminated with one 

another. It is as if several photographs were printed one over the other; they cannot be 

disentangled.” 
22

 The same is true with the archetypal symbolism of many paintings and 

certainly with this one. We might say it works on a number of levels or there are a number of 

facets to it. So the feelings it invokes may be one of pity for the daughter. Or anger at the 

patriarchal system where the father has absolute control over the women and children in his 

house. (Under the Roman patriarchal law the eldest male had the power of life or death over the 

members of the household and it may well be the casting out of the daughter and infant into the 

snow amounts to a death sentence.) The daughter in the background is praying, demonstrating 

the conflict between the Christian family laws and the unchristian severity and lack of charity of 

the father.  

   

Only one child is appealing to the father and none to the mother. The mother is perhaps the most 

intriguing figure of the group. She is losing one of her children (and her grandchild) but makes 

no move to intervene. She has a coarsened, wary face and is not even touching any of her other 

children. Her marriage to this violent, short-tempered man has crushed her natural instincts of 

motherhood; she simply does what she has to do to survive and her children do not turn to her for 

help. But perhaps she has decided it is better for her to abandon one child and preserve the 

reputation of the others. 

                                                           
22

 Marie-Louise Von Franz “Interpretation of Fairy Tales” at page 18 
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But this painting can be looked at in a completely different way. It can be viewed as the 

expulsion of Eve from the Garden of Eden. In the mythology of the Garden of Eden, Adam and 

Eve lived in a mindless, animal, unconscious state until they ate of the tree of knowledge 

whereupon they changed to a real conscious state in space and time with all the awareness and 

pain that entailed. This daughter could have lived a life of physical comfort but at the cost of  

suppressing her feminine instincts in this male-dominated household. But, particularly if she 

were the eldest daughter, she would be expected to becoming a spinster, growing old and barren, 

devoting her life to caring for her parents in their old age. Instead, as Eve defied God, she has 

defied her father, eaten of the tree of (carnal) knowledge and, like Eve, is being cast out. But 

although she faces danger and hardship she is taking away with her the spark of life that she 

otherwise might never have had.  

Interestingly the daughter is not cowering and seems as focussed on her 

child as she is with her father. Note the left to right movement, the left 

associated with the past and unconscious and the right representing 

consciousness and the future. 

This painting will resonate differently with different people. A patriarchal 

father may become softened by seeing the anger and pitilessness of the 

father in the painting. A mother may identify with the wife and inwardly 

resolve to become more assertive. An unmarried daughter suffering hysteria for want of sexual 

release might envy the daughter and another, a more timid daughter, might strengthen her resolve 

to remain chaste. A young man who has cast off a girlfriend may feel embarrassment or remorse. 

There is a saying in hypnotherapy, “The mind knows where it needs to go to heal.” And 

sometimes healing for the unconscious can simply be acknowledgement or acceptance. 
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ST GEORGE AND THE DRAGON 

Jung writes, “The annual sacrifice of a maiden to the dragon is perhaps the ideal sacrifice on a 

mythological level. In order to mollify the wrath of the Terrible Mother the most beautiful girl was 

sacrificed as a symbol of man’s concupiscence.” 
23

 The maiden is a symbol of purity. The dragon “is a 

kind of amalgam of elements taken from various animals that are particularly aggressive and dangerous, 

such as serpents, crocodiles and lions as well as prehistoric animals … The dragon, in consequence, 

stands for ‘things animal’ par excellence.” 
24

 

 

 

The predominant symbolism of St George and the Dragon is that it represents the conquest of the base 

spirits in man; the pursuit of knightly, Christian, ideals, chivalry.
 25

 The knights of the round table 

overcoming their base instincts and dragging humanity out of the dark ages. 

The Victorian painters painted many paintings representing the successful repression or sublimation of 

desire as represented by knights rescuing maidens from dragons or evil knights. For example we have two 

paintings by Royal Academy artists: 

 

                                                           
23

 Symbols of  Transformation at page 430 Here the word “concupiscence” means predisposition to lust 
24

 Cirlot under entry “dragon” 
25

 Symbols of Transformation at pages 70 and 71 Jung writes about the need for a mediating religion in Ancient 

Rome “to curb the brutality and unchained libido that roared through the streets of Imperial Rome”. He wrote: “The 

meaning of these cults – Christianity and Mithraism – is clear, moral subjugation of the animal instincts.” 
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“Chivalry” by Sir Frank Dicksee PRA (1885) and “The Knight Errant” John Everett Milais PRA (1870)  

 

“Perseus Cycle 7 – the Doom Fulfilled” Edward Byrne-Jones  (1888) 

The Andromeda myth is a St George theme. Andromeda was chained to a rock to be sacrificed to a sea 

monster but was rescued by Perseus. You can see how the sea monster is trying to encircle Perseus. 

Of course another side to the St George myth is that it is designed to show women that men are in control 

and need to be in charge to stop the helpless maidens being devoured by nasty dragons. Women can be 

saved from dragons but they have to give control to the men. This may have been the collective 

unconscious trying to put women back in their place in the face of demands for female emancipation. So 

the paintings of St George, occurring as they did at a time of female emancipation were attempts by men 

to emphasize their need to control women.  
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Rather like the Western sheriff drawling as he is spinning the cylinder of his Colt .45, “Now don’t you 

worry yourself none little filly, aahl’ take care of them pesky outlaws.” It is the same archetype. (Note 

how in this poster Gary Cooper has his arm around Grace Kelly but her left hand is not encircling him.) 

If we look at Solomon’s St George painting in terms of containment which we have seen denotes control, 

St George is contained in his armour which obliges him to follow the path of chivalry, all the knights of 

the round table stuff. The dragon has obviously tried to encircle St George with its snakelike body but the 

coils are falling away as St George stabs it with his lance. But the interesting thing is that St George is 

also encircled by the woman; Derry drew my attention to that. And St George’s lance is encircled by the 

maiden’s favour in the form of a red scarf. So St George is freed from his unchained libido but the woman 

is starting to control him. I mean you cannot save a maiden from a dragon and say, “Oh well, look at the 

time, I must be off.” No, she will look at you all gooey-eyed and want to take you back to the castle to 

meet her mum and dad and for the knight errant it is all downhill from there.  

 

“St George Kills the Dragon” Edward Burne Jones (1868) 
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 (Interestingly a number of St George paintings, such as the Edward Burne-Jones example above, show St 

George with a broken lance. Now the symbolism could be to show what a hard fight it was. As the 

Freudians would say, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.” But it could symbolize the end of the knight’s 

days of freedom and adventures as a knight errant.) As Jung points out, the artist is painting from the 

unconscious. Often the artist will not consciously understand what he is doing. The archetypal symbolism 

comes through.) 

A MERMAID - SEMI-THERIOMORPHIC FIGURES 

But another class of painting exhibited men’s fear of the woman freed of patriarchal control. These 

archetypal women lived on the periphery of consciousness, in symbols of the unconscious, the woods, 

caves and the sea. From the woods and caves came La Belle Dame Sans Merci, the Lamia and the wood 

nymphs. From the sea came the mermaids and sirens. 

 

This is John William Waterhouse’s painting “The Mermaid”, painted in 1901. The upper half of the 

mermaid is that of a beautiful young woman and the lower half that of a fish. These are some other 

mermaid paintings. 
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 “The Siren” by John William Waterhouse RA (1900) 

This mermaid/siren is bewitching the sailor by playing on a lute. 

“The Fisherman and the Siren” by Frederic Leighton 1856 – 1858 

This siren is wrapping her tail around the fisherman’s legs. 

  

“The Sirens” by John Longstaff 1892 

Longstaff’s  painting is in the exhibition and it was painted in Australia by an Australian painter. The man 

in the water is entranced by the beautiful visions high up in the clouds unaware of the evil below. 

What are some of the legends of mermaids? They are child-like in their thinking. They have no souls. 

Like La Belle Dame they have no pity. They are vain and are often pictured with a comb and mirror. They 
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love pretty things and they wreck ships and play with the treasures and they unthinkingly lure men to 

their death by drawing them down into the sea where the men drown.  

The sirens are sometimes portrayed as mermaids or sea nymphs who lure men to their death by their 

irresistible singing, their siren song.  Note the cave, the lyre and the nymphs casually playing with the 

pretty coins and pearls whilst the ship is broken up on the shore. 

Apart from Longstaff’s painting, there are three siren/mermaid paintings held by the National Gallery of 

Victoria. 

 

 “Ulysses and the Sirens” by John William Waterhouse RA (1891) [NGV] (St Kilda Road) 

 

 “Idyll of the Sea” by Aby Altson  (1896) [NGV] (Federation Square) 
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“Mermaids Dancing” by Rupert Bunny (1896) [NGV] (Federation Square) 

The mermaids, like the Sphinx, are semi-theriomorphic creatures; that is, they are half-human and half-

animal. (This is a French painting.) 

 

 “Oedipus and the Sphinx” Gustave Moreau [FR] (1864) 
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As Jung points out, it is usual in the case of semi-theriomorphic creatures for the lower half to represent 

an animal and he writes, “The libido so represented is the ‘animal instinct’ that has got repressed.”
26

 The 

mermaids are attractive but the lower half of their bodies being that of a fish warns against the animal 

nature of the sexual urge. In the words of one Middle Age writing of the Sphinx, “the pleasure of the 

body, attractive indeed at first sight, but very bitter and sad after you have tasted it.”  

 

“Lamia” by John William Waterhouse RA (1905) 

Another semi-theriomorphic creature is the Lamia. This is a Lamia painted by John William Waterhouse. 

Note the scales on the dress. 

 “The Temptation of Sir Percival” Arthur Hacker RA (1894) 

Another Lamia painted by a Royal Academy painter. The dress has scales painted on it. 

 

And, of course, Lilith, encircled by a snake. 

                                                           
26

 Symbols of Transformation at pages 178 and 179 
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“Hylas and the Nymphs” by John William Waterhouse RA (1896) 

Another variant on the mermaids, the water nymphs. 

 

“Circe Offering the Cup to Odysseus” John William Waterhouse RA 1891 

And this is another temptress painted by the Academian John William Waterhouse, Circe, who turned 

men into swine. You can see the swine at her feet.  
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“The Temptation of St Anthony” John Charles Dollman (1897) 

And this is another way of representing the animal, primal, regressed nature of women. Here the woman 

is accompanied by animals, and low animals at that, what look like chimpanzees and hyenas. 

Cirlot
27

 writes of sirens: 

“It seems that they are largely symbols of the “temptations” scattered along the path of life (or of 

symbolic navigation) impeding the evolution of the spirit by bewitchment, beguiling it into remaining on 

the magic island; or, in other words, causing its premature death.” 

At least in the Victorian mind, the “moral subjugation of the animal instincts”, Jung’s phrase, required by 

Christianity was intertwined with the “domestication” of the feminine. In order to control his “animal 

instincts”, man had to suppress the feminine sexual libido as represented by La Belle Dame, the nymphs 

and the Lamia.  

As Jung wrote, “It must be admitted that the Christian emphasis on spirit inevitably leads to an 

unbearable depreciation of man’s physical side, and thus produces a sort of optimistic caricature of 

human nature.  He gets too good and too spiritual a picture of himself and becomes too naïve and 

optimistic.” 
28
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 J.E.Cirlot “  Dictionary of Symbols” Routledge 1971 under entry “sirens” 
28

 Symbols of Transformation at page 71 
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“La Belle Dame Sans Merci” by Frank Dicksee PRA (1902) 

When the feminine sexual libido re-emerges from the woods of the unconscious and seduces the knight, 

the knight descends back into the woods, into the unconscious, abandoning civilization and enlightened 

reason and regressing back to the basic animal instincts.  This is one of the La Belle Dame paintings. The 

symbolism of the knight is that the knight mounted on his horse represents man in in control of his base 

instincts (represented by the horse). As the poem recounts, “I set her on my pacing steed, And nothing 

else saw all day long …”  In other words, the knight dismounts and hands over control of his horse, his 

basic instincts, to the woman. 

The mermaid, like the Lamia, the nymphs and La Belle Dame, stands for the primordial aspect of woman 

who brings man down, or that part of woman that takes away man’s freedom or leads him into sin. The 

girlfriend who sullies his reputation or destroys his career by getting pregnant and forcing him to abandon 

a university career. The prostitute who gives him venereal disease. The wife who ties him to the house 

and stops his carousing. The judge who stops in at the brothel on the way to court. The need for women 

and sex, the sexual libido that drags him back to the animal and stops him from achieving masculine, 

rational, Christian virtue. Or it can represent the repression of that sexual libido. 
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And if we look at High Noon again. Gary Cooper not only kills the outlaws and marries Grace Kelly but 

he has already escaped from “the mermaid”, his former lover Katy Jurado, who represents the 

unrestrained sexual libido, “woman, red in tooth and claw”, a phrase I heard from Claire French. 

To repeat Marie-Louise Von Franz, “In the unconscious all archetypes are contaminated with one 

another. It is as if several photographs were printed one over the other; they cannot be disentangled.” 
29

 

Thus the rescued maiden in St George and the Dragon has just an element of mermaid in her.  And the 

young mother in The Outcast certainly has a lot of mermaid because she has acted in accord with her base 

instincts and caused the father of the child to act like a beast, leading him into sin. As far as this archetype 

is concerned, it does not matter whether or not it is his fault. As Jung observes, “Anyone who has 

anything to do with the phenomena of the unconscious knows with what hair raising irrationalism and 

with what shocking tactlessness and ruthlessness the unconscious mind dismisses our logical concepts 

and moral values.”  
30

 

And yet this was a time of considerable female emancipation. And I believe these paintings formed part 

of the process that enabled Victorian men to accept the psychological challenges of this female 

emancipation. 
31

 The major legislative changes were: 

• 1870 first Married Women’s Property Act 

• 1882 second Married Women’s Property Act 

• 1889 Emmeline Pankhurst and her husband create the Women’s Franchise League. 

• 1893 New Zealand gives women the right to vote 

• 1902 Australia gives women the right to vote 
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 Maria Louisa Von Franz “Interpretation of Fairy Tales” at page 18 
30

 Symbols of Transformation at page 368 

31
It also, I believe, gives insight into what constitutes female emancipation. In my view female emancipation occurs 

where all the archetypes of the feminine are acknowledged and respected. As to what the archetypes of the feminine 

are we can do no better than to look at the Greek goddesses to which must be added the crone. 



24 

 

• 1917 Canada gives women the right to vote 

• 1918 United Kingdom gives women the right to vote 

 

IN CONCLUSION 

Much Academic painting of the Victorian era has been dismissed as overly-romantic, mawkish 

sentimentality, “artistic pornography”, Victorians in togas. But the paintings are an immensely rich 

repository of archetypal symbolism and if people find them confronting then that is simply the archetypes 

at work. 

A number of things came together to make this possible.  

 The reaction to the age of reason 

 The confidence, wealth, pride, openness and curiosity of the peoples of the British Empire 

 The pouring into Britain of ancient and modern foreign religions and cultures, symbols and motifs 

particularly ancient mythologies which contained a rich harvest of archetypes and which enabled 

painters to paint from the unconscious 

 A community of skilled artists who had the courage and ability to portray materials from the 

unconscious in their painting (and in this regard the Academy performed a preeminent role) 

And what is particularly important for us about this artwork is that it is part of our history and helped to 

shape us. The artwork of the day was immensely important in helping society process, at the unconscious 

level, the enormous cultural and spiritual changes that were occurring accompanying the age of reason, 

the industrial revolution and the backwash of foreign culture and religions following imperial expansion. 

This artwork was art therapy on a national scale. And an international scale; it was not just Britain. The 

social and cultural changes that were happening in Britain were also happening in the colonies and as this 

exhibition demonstrates, the Australian artists were considerably influenced by the Academy. 

In Victoria, our society is still having to cope with modern versions of social and spiritual tensions 

brought about by the increasing influence of foreign cultures, increasing mechanization, artificial 

intelligence, environmental collapse and the rise of the hard sciences. And this artwork and the archetypal 

symbols are just as relevant today as when the paintings were painted.  

Thank you for listening. 


